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Mos t  a r t  h i s to r i ans  a re  gene ra l l y  av ta re  o f  t he  r i ch  co rpus  o f  l a te  c l ass i -
ca l  and ear ly  medieval  paint ing to be found in the suburban cemeter ies
around the c i ty  of  Rome, ie"  those underground passages which we know as
the  " ca tacombs . "  Few,  howeve r ,  eve r  s top  to  i nqu i re  when  i t  was  tha t  t he
ca tacombs  f i na l l y  ceased  to  be  used ,  and  thus  ceased  to  rece i ve  pa in ted
deco ra t i ons .  Was  i t  i n  t he  f ou r th  cen tu ry  A .D .  when  Cons tan t i ne  l eg i t i -
m ized  the  Chr i s t i an  re l i g i on  i n  t he  Roman  wor ld?  Was  i t  i n  t he  s i x th
cen tu ry  when  the  c i t y  o f  Rome was  devas ta ted  by  t he  Go th i c  wa rs?  t ^Jas  i t
in  the n inth century when the nerr l  monast ic  foundat ions of  the Carol ingian
emp i re  v i ed  w i th  one  ano the r  t o  ob ta in  t he  re l i cs  o f  ea r l y  sa in t s  and
mar t y r s?  Or  d id  t he  ca tacombs  con t i nue  to  be  v i s i t ed  un t i l  a lmos t  t he  end
o f  t he  M idd le  Ages?  In  t h i s  pape r  ev idence  w i l l  be  p resen ted  wh ich
sugges ts  t ha t  t h i s -  l as t  a l t e rna t i ve  i s  app l i cab le  f o r  a t  l eas t  some  o f  t he
s i t e s  i n  q u e s t i o n . '

The  s tanda rd  h i s to r i ca l  v i ew  o f  t he  h i s to ry  o f  t he  ca tacombs  d i v i des
t h e  p e r i o d  o f  t h e i r  u s e  i n t o  t w o  d i s t i n c t  p h a s e s .  O f  t h e s e ,  i t  i s  t h e
f i r s t  w i t h  wh i ch  mos t  peop le  a re  f a rn i l i a r :  t he  pe r i od  i n  wh i ch  Rome 's
subu rban  cemete r i es  we re  hewn  f ro rn  t he  tu fa  and  used  fo r  t he i r  o r i g i na l
p u r p o s e  a s  p l a c e s  o f  b u r i a l . '  T h i s  i n i t i a l  p h a s e  o f  c a t a c o m b  h i s t o r y  i s
though t  t o  have  begun  i n  t he  ea r l y  yea rs  o f  t he  t h i rd  cen tu ry  A .D . ,  and  i t
con t i nued  un t i l  app rox ima te l y  t he  second  qua r te r  o f  t he  s i x th  cen tu ry .
The  use  o f  t he  ca tacombs  fo r  bu r i a l  d i d  no t  cease  w i th  t he  "Peace  o f  t he
C h u r c h t ' i n  t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y .  I n  f a c t ,  t h i s  s e r v e d  r a t h e r  t o  i n c r e a s e
the demand for  Chr is t ian cemeter ies,  many of  which came i -nto use only in
the  yea rs  a f t e r  t he  Ed i c t  o f  M i l an .  The  Ca tacomb o f  S .  Va len t i no  on  the
via Flaminia is  an excel lent  example of  th is  phenomenon.  The use of  th is
cemetery began in the four th century in  the re ign of  the emperor  Consta-
n t i ne ,  and  i t s  da ted  bu r i a l s  span  the  yea rs  f r om 318  to  523  A .D . ,  w i t h  t he
la rges t  number  f a l l i ng  i n to  t he  pe r i od  f rom app rox ima te l y  350  to  450  A .D . r
The  same pa t te rn  o f  use  may  be  found  a t  t he  o the r  subu rban  s i t es  used  by
Rome's Chr is t ian communi ty ,  wi th the number of  underground bur ia ls  dwind-
l i ng  a t  t he  end  o f  t he  f i f t h  cen tu ry  and  then  ceas ing  a l t oge the r  by  t he
fou r th  decade  o f  t he  s i x th .  The  l as t  secu re l y -da ted  bu r i a l  t o  have  been
d i scove red  thus  fa r  i n  any  o f  t he  ca tacombs  i s  one  o f  t he  yea r  535  f rom
the  Ca tacomb o f  S .  Sebas t i ano .a  Du r i ng  these  ea r l y  cen tu r i es ,  t he  mura l
paint ings wi th which the underground chambers were decorated were gene-
ra l l y  re la ted  to  t he i r  f unc t i on  as  ceme te r i es :  f o r  t he  mos t  pa r t  B ib l i ca l
s c e n e s  o f  s a l v a t i o n ,  o r  p r e f i g u r a t i o n s  o f  C h r i s t r s  t r i u m p h  o v e r  d e a t h .
From the middle of  the four th century th is  reper to i re \^ ias expanded to
inc lude  s ta temen ts  o f  Ch r i s t i an  be l i e f  as  we l l  as  f r equen t  dep i c t i ons  o f
t he  deceased .  An  exce l l en t  examp le  o f  t h i s  l as t  ca tego ry  i s  t he  l a rge
mural  in  the Catacomb of  Comrnodi l la  depict ing the presentat ion of  the de-

ceased ,  a  w idow by  the  name o f  Tu r tu ra ,  t o  t he  en th roned  Madonna  and  Ch i l d
b y  h e r  " g u a r a n t o r s r t ' s a i n t s  F e l i x  a n d  A d a u c t u s  ( w h o s e  r e l i c s  r e p o s e d  i n
the  same c ryp t ) .  A l t hough  the  l eng thy  i nsc r i p t i on  benea th  t he  f i gu res
does  no t  p rov ide  a  da te  f o r  t he  bu r i a l ,  t he  pa in t i ng  may  be  ass igned  to
the  s i x th  cen tu ry  on  the  bas i s  o f  i t s  s t y l e  and  i conog raphy ,  and  i t  seems
1 ike1y  to  have  been  execu ted  a f t e r  t he  res to ra t i on  o f  t h i s  s i t e  by  Pope
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J o h n  I ( A . D . 5 2 3 - 5 2 6 ) . 5
By  the  m idd le  o f  t he  s i x th  cen tu ry ,  Roman  bu r i a l  p rac t i ce  had  sh i f t ed

f rom cemete r i es  ou ts ide  the  c i t y  t o  ceme te r i es  w i t h i n  t he  pe r ime te r  o f  t he
Aure l i an  wa1 l s .  Th i s  may  have  been  a  consequence  o f  r he  devas ta t i ng  Go th i c
wars  wh i ch  sha rp l y  reduced  the  popu la t i on  o f  t he  c i t y  wh i l e  a t  t he  same
t ime  f requen t l y  deny ing  the  i nhab i t an t s  access  to  t he  subu rban  cemete r i es .
I t  i s  no  co inc idence  tha t  t he  l as t  o f  t he  da ted  ca tacomb bu r i a l s  p recedes
by  on l y  two  yea rs  t he  f i r s t  o f  t he  t h ree  Go th i c  s i eges  ( t ha t  o f  V i t i g i s ,
A . D .  5 3 7 - 5 3 8 ) ,  a n d  f r o m  t h e  s e c o n d  h a l . f  o f  t h e  s i x t h  c e n t u r y  t h e r e  i s  ,
cons ide rab le  ev idence  fo r  t he  use  o f  su r face  cemete r i es  w i t h i n  t he  wa l1s .o

This dramat ic  shi f t  in  Roman fune.rary custom marks the beginning of
t he  second  phase  o f  ca tacomb use .  They  con t i nued  to  be  ma in ta ined  and
v i s i t ed ,  bu t  f o r  a  d i f f e ren t  pu rpose :  as  p laces  o f  p i l g r image  and  vene ra -
t i on  on  accoun t  o f  t he  re l i cs  o f  t he  ea r l y  sa in t s  and  mar t y r s  wh i ch  they
con ta ined .  Th i s  was  no t  a  ne r^ /  f unc t i on - the  tomb  o f  S t .  Pe te r ,  f o r  examp le ,
had been marked by a huge basi l ica in  the ear ly  four th century,  and many
o the r  g raves  had  s im i l a r l y  become the  s i t es  f o r  chu rches  o r  commemora t i ve
chape l s  -bu t  a f t e r  t he  s i x th  cen tu ry  t h i s  became the i r  on l y  f unc t i on .  W i th
Lhe  g row ing  impor tance  o f  t he  cu l t  o f  r e l i c s ,  and  w i th  t he  i nc reas ing  be -
l i e f  no t  on l y  i n  t he i r  sanc t i t y ,  bu t  i n  t he i r  supe rna tu ra l  and  mag ica l
powers  as  we l1 ,  t he  ca tacombs  soon  became ma jo r  a t t r ac t i ons  f o r  t he  rap id l y
i nc reas ing  number  o f  p i l g r ims  and  o the r  v i s i t o r s  t o  t he  c i t y .  One  re f l ec -
t l on  o f  t h i s  pa t te rn  may  be  found  i n  t he  l oca t i on  o f  t he  p r i nc ipa l  papa l
bu i l d i ng  p ro jec t s  unde r taken  i n  t he  cen tu ry  a f t e r  A .D .  550 .  The  cons t ru -
c t i on  o f  new  chu rches  i s  mos t  f r equen t l y  t o  be  found  ou ts ide  the  c i t y  and
in  d i rec t  r e l a t i on  t o  t he  t ombs  o f  impo r tan t  sa in t s ,  f o r  examp le  t he  new
s b r i n e s  a t  t h e  g r a v e s  o f  S t .  L a w r e n c e  ( P e l a g i u s  I I ,  5 1 9 - 5 9 0  A . D . )  a n d  S t .
Agnes  (  Hono r i us  I ,  625 -638 ) .  A t  t he  same t ime ,  new ecc les ias t i ca l  f ounda -
t i ons  w i th in  t he  c i t y  t end  to  re -use  ex i s t i ng  s t ruc tu res ,  f o r  examp le  t he
Pan theon ,  conve r ted  i n to  a  chu rch  ded i ca ted  to  Mary  by  pope  Bon i f ace  IV  i n
A .D .  609 ,  o r  t he  Cu r ia  Sena tus ,  ded i ca ted  as  t he  chu rch  o f  S .  Ad r i ano  i n
the  t ime  o f  Hono r i us  I .  t  I t  can  be  no  co inc idence  tha t  t he  ea r l i es t
p i l g r im  i t i ne ra r i es  wh i ch  have  su rv i ved ,  t he  No t i t i a  Ecc les ia rum Urb i s
Romae and the De Locis Sanct is  l€s lyr r r ,  were both compi led in  the f i rs t
h a t f  

" f  
t h e . e v e . t t t r . e n t r r y . ^  a o t h  a r e  l a r g e l y  c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  t h e  s u b u r b a n

cemete r i es  and  the i r  r e l i c s .8
This new emphasis is  c lear ly  ref lected in  the mural  paint ings which

were  added  to  t hese  p laces  o f  p i l g r image  i n  t he  cou rse  o f  t he  s i x th ,  seven th
and  e igh th  cen tu r i es .  These  a re  no  l onge r  o f  a  f une ra ry  o r  t heo log i ca l
na tu re ,  bu t  ra the r  f o r  t he  mos t  pa r t  dep i c t i ons  o f  t he  va r i ous  sa in t s  vene -
ra ted  a t  t ha t  l oca t i on :  M i l i s ,  Pumen ius ,  Abdon  and  Sennen  i n  t he  Ca tacomb
o f  Ponz iano ;  Ru f i n i anus ,  Faus t i n i anus ,  S imp l i c i us  and  Bea t r i x  i n  rhe  Ca ta -
comb o f  Generosa ;  Fe l i c i t as  and  he r  seven  sons  i n  t he  Ca racomb o f  S .  Fe l i -
c i t a ;  a n d ^ C o r n e l i u s ,  C y p r i a n ,  S i x t u s  a n d  O p t a t u s  i n  t h e  C a t a c o m b  o f  S .
Ca l l i s t o . v  A t  t he  t omb  o f  S t .  Ca l l i x t us  i n  t he  Ca tacomb o f  Ca lepod io ,
reman ts  have  been  d i scove red  o f  a  na r ra t i ve  cyc le  i l l us t ra t i ng  t he  pass ion
o f  t h i s  t h i r d - cen tu ry  pope  and  mar t y r . 10  In  each  case  the  na tu re  o f  t he
deco ra t i on  i s  c l ea r l y  re la ted  to  t he  f unc t i on  o f  t he  s i t e  as  a  cu l t  sh r i ne .

The  p rocess  by  wh i ch  the  ca tacombs  dec l i ne  i n  impor tance  as  p laces  o f
p i l g r image  has  i t s  roo ts  i n  t he  m idd le  o f  t he  e igh th  cen tu ry .  Th i s  pe r i od
w i tnessed  the  f i r s t  a t t emp ts  t o  remove  the  re l i cs  f r om the i r  l oca t i ons  i n
sh r i nes  ou ts ide  the  wa l l s ,  and  to  " t r ans la te r r t hem to  t he  a l t a r s  o f  ecc le -
s ias t i ca l  s t ruc tu res  above  g round ,  p r imar i l y  t o  chu rches  \ , / i t h i n  t he  wa1 l s
of  Rome but  in  some cases to the new and powerfu l  monast ic  inst i tu t ions of
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the  Caro l i ng ian  emp i re  no r th  o f  t he  A lps .  These  t rans la t i ons  a re  reco rded
in  t he  papa l  b i og raph ies  o f  t he  L ibe r  Pon t i f i ca l i s ,  as  we l l  as  i n  i nsc r i -
p t i o n s  p l a c e d  i n  t h o s e  c h u r c h e s  t "  

" h i . h . e l i " s , " e r e  
b r o u g h t .  T h e y  b e g i n

in  t he  t ime  o f  pope  Pau l  L  (757 -167 ) ,11  and  reach  the i r  peak  i n  t he  f i r s t
hal f  o f  the n inth century in  the re ign of  Paschal  I  (BI7-824).  An in-
sc r i p t i on  wh i ch  Pascha l  p l aced  i n  S .  P rassede  boas ts  t ha t  he  b rough t  no
less  t han  2300  bod ies  f r om the  ca tacombs  to  t ha t  chu rch  a1one .12  The  l as t
reco rded  t rans la t i on  i n  t h i s  pe r i od  occu rs  i n  t he  t ime  o f  pope  Leo  IV
( 8 4 7 - 8 5 5 ) ,  t h e  l a s t  o f  t h e  l i n e  o f  b u i l d e r - p o p e s  o f  t h e  C a r o l i n g i a n  p e r i o d .

The  t rad i t i ona l  v i - ew  o f  ca tacomb h i s to ry  ma in ta ins  t ha t  by  t he  m idd le
o f  t he  n in th  cen tu ry ,  as  a  resu l t  o f  t hese  t rans la t i ons ,  t he  subu rban
cemete r i es  had  been  abandoned ,  and  tha t  subsequen t l y  t he i r  l oca t i ons  we re
fo rgo t ten .  The  imp l i ca t i on  o f  t h i s  v i ew  fo r  a r t  h i s to r i ans  i s  t ha t  no
ca tacomb pa in t i ngs  can  be  da ted  a f t e r  t h i s  t ime ,  and  any  men t i on  o f  a
t rans la t i on  o f  r e l i c s  f r om a  pa r t i cu la r  s i t e  has  usua l l y  been  taken  as  a
te rm inus  an te  quem fo r  i t s  use .

On  occas ion  th i s  l eads  to  comp l i ca t i ons ,  f o r  examp le  t i r e  case  o f  t he
la rge  pa in ted  n i che  i n  t he  Ca tacomb o f  S .  E rme te  (n ig . t )  d i scove red  i n
Feb rua ry  1940 .  The  compos i t i on  i s  d i v i ded  i n to  two  pa r t s .  I n  t he  uppe r
zone  the re  i s  a  ha l f - f i gu re  o f  Ch r i s t  f l anked  by  two  ange l s .  He  ho lds  an
open  book ,  upon  wh ich  i s  i nsc r i bed  ( i n  La t i n )  t he  B ib l i ca l  t ex t  " I  am the
Good  Shephe rd . "  Benea th  a re  t he  en th roned  Madonna  and  Ch i l d  w i t h  two
a rchange l s  and  th ree  sa in t s ,  t he  l a t t e r  i den t i f l ed  by  i nsc r i p t i ons  as
Hermes  (E rme te ) ,  John  the  Evange l i s t ,  and  Bened i c t .  The  mura l  was  pub l i -
shed  by  En r i co  Jos i  as  a  l r o r k  o f  t he  e igh th  cen tu ry ,  poss ib l y  t o  be  da ted
t o  t h e  r e i g n  o f  p o p e  H a d r i a n  I  ( 7 7 2 - 7 9 5 )  w h o  r e s t o r e d  t h e  s i t e ,  w i t h  a
te rm inus  an te  quem p rov ided  by  t he  t rans la t i on  o f  t he  re l i cs  o f  He rmes  to
t h e  c h u r c h  o f  S . - M a r c o  d u r i n g  t h e  p o n t i f i c a t e  o f  G r e g o r y  I V  ( 8 2 7 - 8 8 4 ) . 1 3

However,  th is  ear ly  dat ing has puzzLed those ar t  h is tor ians who have
cons ide red  the  s t y l e  o f  r he ,wo rk ,  among  them Edward  Gar r i son  whose  v iews
a p p e a r e d  i n  p r i n t  i n  1 9 4 7 : L q

"My  impress ion  tha t  t hese  f rescoes  mus t  be  o f  l a te r  da te  -  l ndeed  nos t
p robab l y  o f  t he  twe l f t h  cen tu ry  -  was  con f i rmed  by  an  i nspec t i on  o f
t he  f rescoes  themse lves .  Fo r  wha teve r  rem in i scences  o f  ea r l i e r
t echn iques  they  may  d i sp lay ,  t hey  ye t  bea r  no  re la t i on  t o  t he  p r i nc i -
pa l  s t y l e  s t reams  o f  t he  Roman  e igh th  cen tu ry ,  as  seen ,  f o r  examp le ,
i n  S .  Mar ia  An t i qua  and  S .  Saba .  The i r  monumen ta l i t y  and  the  p ropo r -
t i ons  o f  t he  f i gu res ,  espec ia l l y  o f  t he  heads ,  a re  Romanesque . "

Garr ison then goes on to compare the dress and features of  Mary to the

twel f th-century apse mosaic in  S.  Francesca Romana,  and the same compar i -
son  has  a l so  se rved  as  t he  s ta r t i ng  po in t  f o r  t he  recen t  de ta i l ed
s t y l i s t i c  ana l ys i s  unde r taken  by  Oys te in  H jo r t . l )  Bo th  w r i t e r s  have
conc luded  tha t  t he  S .  E rme te  rnus t  be long  to  t he  second  ha l f  o f  t he  twe l f t h
cen tu ry ,  wh i ch  i s  t o  say  some fou r  hund red  yea rs  a f t e r  Had r i an  I ,  and  the i r
v i ew  i s  con f i rmed  by  a  number  o f  i conog raph i c  de ta i l s  wh i ch  a l so  sugges t  a

la te r  da te .  These  i nc lude  the  wear ing  o f  t he  j ewe l l ed  l o ros  by  one  o f  t he

a rchange l s ,  t he  p resence  o f  S t .  Bened i c t ,  and  the  use  o f  t he  two - r i e red

fo rmu la  f o r  t he  deco ra t i on  o f  t he  apse ,  a l l  o f  wh i ch  a re  w i t hou t  pa ra l l e l

i n  Rome be fo re  a t  l eas t  t he  end  o f  t he  t en th  cen tu ry .
I n  no rma l  c i r cums tances ,  h i s to r i ca l  ev idence  fo r  s i t e  use  shou ld  be

p re fe r red  to  o the r  cons ide ra t i ons ,  bu t  i n  t he  case  o f  t he  S .  E rme te  mura l

t he  s t y l i s t i c  a rgumen ts  a re  ve ry  compe l l i ng .  One  can  on l y  conc lude  tha t  i n

th i s  pa r t i cu la r  i ns tance  one  app roach  o r  t he  o the r  mus t  be  e r roneous  as  a

me thod  o f  da t i ng ,  and  i t  may  be  use fu l  t o  re -assess  the  bas i c  assumpt ion

upon  wh ich  Jos i ' s  t heo ry  was  based ,  name ly  S .  E rme te  was  abandoned  i n  t he
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n in th  cen tu ry .  D id  t he  remova l  o f  He rmes"s  re l i cs  b r i ng  a l l  use  o f  t he
s i t e  t o  an  end?  I  sugges t  t ha t  pe rhaps  i t  d i d  no t ,  and  i n  t he  med ieva l
archive of  the Roman church of  S.  Si lvestro in  Capi te there are three docu-
men ts  -  da ted  to  t he  yea rs  LL69 ,  LL72  and  1198  -  wh i ch  use  the  cemete ry  o f  S .
E rme te  as  a ,  t opog raph i ca l  r e fe rence  when  spec i f y i ng  t he  l oca t i on  o f  ce r ta in
p rope r t i es . ro  So  c lea r l y  i t s  l oca t i on  was  we l l  known ,  and  i t  seems  un l i ke -
l y  t ha t  t he  s i t e  wou ld  have  been  used  i n  t h i s  f ash ion  i f  i t  had  been  l y i ng
en t i r e l y  de re l i c t  f o r  more  than  fou r  cen tu r i es .  I t  i s  a l so  t o  be  found
in  t he  Tu r i n  Ca ta logue ,  a  l i s t  o f  Romers  chu rches  and  monas te r i es  comp i l ed
in  t he  f i r s t  ha l f  o f  t he  f ou r teen th  cen tu ry ,  wh i ch  no tes  t ha t  S .  E rme te ,
l i ke  so  many  o the r  chu rches  i n  and  a round  the  c i t y ,  t ' non  habe t  se rv i t o rem. " lT
Th i s  imp l i es  t ha t  wh i l e  se rv i ces  we re  no  l onge r  be ing  conduc ted ,  t he  p rob lem
was  the  sho r tage  o f  c l e rgy  and  no t  t he  de l i be ra te  abandonmen t  o f  t he  s i t e .

The  same ques t i on  a r i ses  w i t h  rega rd  t o  ano the r  ca tacomb pa in t i ng ,  t h i s
t ime  a  b i t  f u r t he r  f r om Rome in  t he  Ca tacomb o f  S .  Sena to re  a t  A lbano  Laz ia -
l e ,  wh i ch  dep i c t s  a  va r i a t i on  on  the  Byzan t i ne  i conog raphy  o f  t he  dees i s
( i n te rcess ion )  i n  wh i ch  John  the  Bap t i sL  has  been  rep laced  by  r  1o " r1  r r i n t ,
Smaragdus  (E ig .Z ; .  I  have  a rgued  e l sewhere  tha t  on  the  bas i s  o f  s t y l e  and
pa laeog raphy ,  t h i s  pa in t i ng  t oo  shou ld  be  ass igned  to  t he  e leven th  o r  t he
twe l f t h  cen tu ry ,  and  no t  t o  t he  n in th  cen tu ry ,  t he  da te  h i t he r to  w ide l y
accepted^on the basis  of  a termiqgg_snlg_jggm provided by a possib le t rans-
l a  t i o n .  r d

I n  o r d e r  t o  s e t t l e  t h e  i s s u e ,  w h a t  i s  r e q u i r e d  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t e x t u a l
ev idence  to  demons t ra te  t ha t  t he  ca tacombs  were  s t i l 1  known  and  v i s i t ed  i n
the  pe r i od  a f t e r  t he  n in th  cen tu ry ,  and  su rp r i s i ng l y  t he re  i s  qu i t e  a  b i t
o f  t h i s ,  a l t hough  i t  i s  c l ea r  t ha t  t he  vo lume  o f  such  v i s i t s  was  eno rmous l y
reduced .  Howeve r ,  t he  ca tacombs  rema ined  an  i t em on  the  i t i ne ra r i es  o f
med ieva l  p i l g r ims ,  j us t  as  t hey  do  fo r  v i s i t o r s  t o  t he  c i t y  o f  Rome today ,
and  sou rces  such  as  t he  L ibe r  Pon t i f i ca l i s  speak  o f  r epa i r s  unde r taken  a t
a n u m b e r o f s i t e s e v e n a @ 1 r e 1 i c s h a d b e e n t r a n s 1 a t e d .
Fo r  examp le ,  t he  re l i cs  o f  S t .  Sebas t i an  we re  removed  f rom h i s  sh r i ne  on
the  v ia  App ia  i n  t he  f i r s t  ha l f  o f  t he  n in th  cen tu ry ,  some  o f  t hem go ing
no r th  ac ross  t he  A lps  t o  t he  chu rch  o f  S t .  M6dard  a t  So j - ssons ,  bu t  t h i s  d id
no t  p reven t  S .  Sebas t i ano  f rom be ing  repa i red  l a te r  i n  t he  cen tu ry  by  l ' ope
N icho las  I  ( 858 -86  7 )  , I 9  and  i t  r ema ined  a  p lace  o f  vene ra t i on  t h roughou t
the  } f i dd le  Ages .  I t  was  one  o f  f ou r  subu rban  cemete r i es  v i s i t ed  by  t he
a rchb i shop  o f  Can te rbu ry r ^S ige r i c ,  i n  t he  yea r  990  when  he  came to  Rome to
b e  i n v e s t e d  b y  t h e  p o p e . z v

Knowledge of  the ex is tence of  the suburban cemeter ies was kept  a l ive
by  gu idebooks  wh ich  l i s t ed  the  s igh ts  wh i ch  p i l g r ims  and  tou r i s t s  cou ld
expec t  t o  see  i n  t he  c i t y .  Ch ie f  among  these  was  the  M i rab i l i a ,  co rnp i l ed
towards  the  m idd le  o f  t he  twe l f t h  cen tu ry ,  wh i ch  devo tes  i t s  en t i r e  t en th
chap te r  t o  t he  sub jec t  o f  ceme te r i es ,  p resen t i ng  an  ex tens i ve  l i s t  o f

t hem.21  One  fou r teen th -cen tu ry  manusc r i p t ,  con ta in ing  a  l a te r  ve rs ion  o f
t h i s  t ex t ,  adds  a  no te  t o  exp la in  t ha t  t he  cemete r i es  a re  be low  g round ,

and that  they conta in the graves of  Chr is t ian martyrs."  Thus even at  the
end  o f  t he  M idd le  Ages  a  cons ide rab le  number  o f  t he  ca tacombs  were  s t i l l

r eco rded  and  l i s t ed  fo r  v i s i t o r s .  Among  the  l as t  med ieva l  r e fe rences  to
them is  that  of  the anonymous Benedict ine who compi led the Memor ia le de
mirabi l ibus et  indulgent i is  quae in urbe Sgnang_S in the second
hal f  o f  the four teenth cent"r f  He inCtuaes *eni ion of  the catacombs of
P r i sc i l l a  and  S .  Ca l l i s t o ,  bu t  no tes  t ha t  f ew  now ven tu re  t o  en te r  t hem.23
I t  i s  on l y  t o  be  expec ted  tha t  t he  ove rwhe lm ing  dec l i ne  o f  r e l i g i ous  l i f e
in Rome, which took p lace in  those years dur ing which the papal  cour t  was
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resident  in  d is tant  Avignon,  should have resul ted in  the f ina l  abandonment
o f  t he  ca tacombs ,  t hus  mak ing  necessa ry  t he i r  r ed i scove ry  i n  subsequen t
cen tu r i es .

To  re tu rn  t o  t he  ques t i on  posed  i n  t he  t i t l e  o f  t h i s  pape r ,  "Were  the
ca tacombs  abandoned  i n  t he  n in th  cen tu ry? , "  t he  answer  i s  a  qua l i f i ed
nega t i ve .  Sou rces  j - nd i ca te  t ha t  a t  l eas t  some  o f  t he  cemete r i es  con t i nued
to  be  v i s i t ed  f o r  ano the r  f i ve  hund red  yea rs ,  and  thus  the re  can  be  no
ob jec t i on  on  h j - s to r i ca l  g rounds  to  t he  da t i ng  o f  mura l  pa in t i ngs  such  as
the  one  i n  S .  E rme te  t o  t he  l a te r  M idd le  Ages ,  w i t h  o r  w i t hou t  t he  p re -
s e n c e  o f  t h e  r e l i c s  o f  t h e  t i t u l a r  s a i n t .

Un i ve rs i t y  o f  V i c to r i - a
V i c t o r i a ,  B .  C .

NOTES

1 .  My  resea rch  on  the  med ieva l  use  o f  t he  Roman  ca tacombs  was  made
poss ib le  by  g ran ts  f r om the  Soc ia l  Sc iences  and  Hurnan i t i es  Resea rch
Counc i l  i n  1980  and  1981 .  I  wou ld  a l so  l i ke  t o  t hank  the  Pon t i -
f i c i a  Commiss ione  d i  A rcheo log ia  Sac ra  who  pe rm i t t ed  me  access  to  a
la rge  number  o f  s i t es .

2 .  Fo r  a  good  recen t l y -pub l i shed  i n t roduc t i on  t o  t he  ca tacombs  see
J .  S tevenson ,  The  Ca tacombs :  Red i scove red  Monumen ts  o f  Ea r l y
Chr i s t i an i t y  (  London  1978 ) .

3 .  See  R .  K rau the imer  and  S .  Co rbe t t ,  Co rpus  Bas i l i ca rum Chr i s t i ana rum
R o m a e  i v  ( V a t i c a n  C i t y  1 9 7 0 ) ,  2 9 0 .

4 .  An ton io  Fe r rua ,  I nsc r i p t i ones  Chr i s t i anae  Urb i s  Romae  N .S .  V  (Rome

I 9 7 I ) ,  4 7  n o .  1 3 ,  L 2 3 .

5 .  Fo r  t he  mos t  recen t  d i scuss ion  o f  t he  da te  see  Eugen io  Russo ,

" L ' a f f r e s c o  d i  T u r t u r a  n e l  c i m i t e r o  d i  C o m r n o d i l l a ,  l r i c o n a  d i
S.  Mar ia in  Trastevere e 1e p i i r  ant iche feste del la  I ' ladonna a
Roma, "  Bo l l e t t i no  de l1 '  I ns t i t u to  S to r i co  I t a l i ano  pe r  i 1  Med io  Evo
e Arch iv io  Mura tor iano 88  (L979)  ,  35-85 ,  esp  .  35-49 .

6 .  See  J .  Osbo rne ,  "F rom Tu r tu ra  t o  A l f anus :  f une ra ry  monumen ts  i n
ea r l y  med iaeva l  Rome, "  RACAR 9  (1982 ) ,  3 -8 ,  esp .  3 .

7 .  Fo r  a  gene ra l  d i scuss ion  o f  t he  ac t i v i t i es  a t  t he  subu rban  cu l t
sh r i nes  see  Mar t i ne  Du laey ,  "L ten t re t i en  des  c ime t iF res  roma ins
d u  5 e  a u  7 e  s i i c l e , "  C a h l - e r s  A r c h 6 o l o g i q u e s  2 6  ( 1 9 7 7 ) , 7 - I B ,  a n d
Louis Reekmans,  "Lt i rnplantat ion nrorrumentale chr i t ienne dans 1a zone
suburbaine de Rome du IVe au IXe s idc le,"  Bl t i r t r  d i  Ar"h.o logiq
C r i s t i a n a  4 4  ( 1 9 6 8 )  ,  1 7 3 - 2 0 7 .

B .  These  two  tex t s  have  been  pub l i shed  by  R .  Va len t i n i  and  G .  Zucche t t i ,
Cod i ce  Topog ra f i co  de l l a  C i t t i  d i  Roma i i  (Rome 1942 ) ,  67 -13 ) , .
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These  pa in t i ngs  a re  i l l us t raLed  i n  Ra f fae l l a
Epoca Tarda nel le  Catacombe Romane (Ravenna
1 3 ,  L 4 ,  1 5 .

F a r i o l i ,  P i t t u r e  d i
1 9 6 3 )  ,  f i g s .  2 ,  6 ,  9 ,

10 . See  A ldo  Nes to r i ,  " L "  Ca tacomba  d i  Ca lepod io  a l  I I I  m ig l i o  de l l t
Au re l i a  ve tus  e  i "  sepo l c r i  de i  pap i  Ca l l i s t o  I  e  G iu l i o  I , "
R i v i s t a  d i  A r c h e o l o g i a  C r i s t i a n a  4 7  ( 1 9 7 1 ) ,  1 6 9 - 2 7 8 .

L i b e r  P o n t i f i c a l i s ,  e d .  L o u j - s  D u c h e s n e  ( P a r i s  1 8 8 6 )  i ,  4 6 4 .

13 .
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15 .
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1 8 .
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1 2 .

1 9 .

2 0 .
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